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Offshore outsourced IT projects continue to gain relevance in the globalized world 
scenario. The temporal, geographical and cultural distances involved during the 
development of software between distributed team members result in communication 
challenges. As software development involves the coding of knowledge, the 
management of knowledge and its transfer remain critical for the success of the 
project.  For effective knowledge transfer between geographically dispersed teams the 
ongoing selection of communication medium or the media channel mix becomes 
highly significant. Although there is an abundance of theory dealing with knowledge 
transfer and media channel selection during offshore outsourcing projects, the specific 
role of cultural differences in the media mix is often overlooked. As a first step to 
rectify this, this paper presents an outsourcing case study with emphasis on the chosen 
media channels and the problems that arose from differences in culture. The case 
study is analyzed in light of several theoretical models and suggestions for extending 
current theory are also presented. 
 





Increased globalization and the consequent dispersion of business across the world 
have driven the growth of global IT outsourcing. The trend of relocating software 
development projects will remain in the years to come, with Asia, primarily China 
and India, as the preferred location. Software development has been described as a 
collaborative problem-solving activity where success is dependent upon knowledge 
acquisition, information sharing and integration, and the minimization of 
communication breakdowns (Walz, Elam, & Curtis, 1993). The differences in cultural 
background make the communication processes even more challenging. 
As offshore software development increases, clients must establish new methods and 
models to handle the enormous amount of knowledge (Desouza, Awazu, & Baloh, 
2006). Knowledge management and knowledge transfer are critical success factors 
in this scenario.  
Knowledge management has many definitions, e.g. the process of continuously 
creating new knowledge, disseminating it widely through the organization and 
embodying it quickly in new products/services, technologies and systems (Takeuchi 
& Nonaka, 2004). Knowledge transfer is basically giving background information on 
software projects to people who do not have it (Stellman & Greene, 2005). 
For geographically disparate teams the ongoing selection of communication medium 
(media channel mix) becomes very important for effective task performance (e.g. 
knowledge transfer).  
This paper explores the communication and media channel mix for an offshore 
outsourced IT project, along with analysis of the data in several applicable 
frameworks and theoretical models from the current literature. We find that the 
existing research does not place enough emphasis either on media selection during 
offshore projects or on the specific cultural challenges of knowledge transfer. 
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2 CASE STUDY AND METHODOLOGY 
This case study refers to a web development project from a German client, offshore 
outsourced to an Indian vendor starting in November 2007. 
In order to create a deeper understanding of communication, media selection and 
cross-cultural issues, the use of an interpretive in-depth exploratory single-case study 
design was chosen (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2002). Based on the lack of 
studies in this domain, we chose an explorative research approach. Hence, our goal 
was not to test theoretical propositions, but to build theory and develop a model of 
media selection and cross-cultural management in IT offshoring (Eisenhardt, 1989; 
Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2002). 
In this case, the particular interest was in presenting a detailed description and 
analysis using a case study research setting and providing the findings on what effect 
the use of different media channels offers to improve the knowledge transfer process, 
bridge cultural differences and build trust relationships in offshore software 
development (OSD) projects. 
This particular project was chosen as a case study because it contained the traditional 
problems associated with knowledge transfer, e.g. the conveyance of the software 
requirements, background information, cross-cultural communication, trust building, 
etc. Additionally, this project provided the perfect opportunity to observe the entire 
range of media channels, as the participants communicated via a complex mixture of 
media. Because our research focuses on the process, the actual content of the project 
is not important to this case study.  
Before the project started the client manager had expected a duration of three months, 
which was also the estimation of the vendor. The project started in November 2007 
and actually lasted seven months. The project was broken up into four phases: 
analysis and conception; implementation; quality assurance; and rollout and 
documentation.  
During the analysis and conception phase the teams had time to familiarize 
themselves with the other team members and, unusual for such a project, there was no 
kick-off meeting. Instead, they were given time to gather information about the 
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project and other team members on an intranet platform. During the other phases the 
communication was also self-directed.  
The two teams were divided into typical software development team roles: manager, 
project manager, and software engineer. Although the project was for web 
development, it was based on modifying an existing system; therefore the client team 
provided a software engineer to support the vendor team. 
 Manager Project Manager Software Engineers ∑ 
Vendor team 2 1 3 6 
Client team 1 1 1 3 
    9 
Table 1 project roles  
The two teams communicated with a wide range of media channels. The project 
management provided a set of channels and allowed the team members to decide 
among themselves which to use when. Due to the geographic separation the only 
face-to-face (FtF) meetings were once between client and vendor management and 
once between client project management and vendor management. The provided 
media channels were: video conferencing, phone, instant messaging, email and paper 
documents. All team members had access to all media channels. 
The data collection was mainly in the form of instant messenger log-files, phone and 
meeting minutes and interviews of key project members. Secondary information was 
drawn from relevant project documents and the contract for triangulation purposes. 
Instant messaging (IM) was the main communication media between client and 
vendor. Chat logs were also an important source for data analysis. 
A total of 16 hours of qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted with key 
participants including both project managers and software engineers. An extensive 
interview with the client project manager provided a well-rounded perspective on the 




3 DATA FROM THE CASE 
All interviews were transcribed and then, along with the chat logs, were coded for 
communication, cultural and knowledge transfer topics. In total we collected 
approximately 7,000 lines of coded communication.  
The following table shows the distribution of media channels during the project 
phases. In total we counted 67 communication sessions; it is important to note that we 
counted chat sessions per day. Normally these chat sessions were opened once and 
kept online the whole day. 
Project phase/Media channel Face-to-Face Video Chat Phone Chat Mail 
Analysis and conception 2 1 2 4 8 
Implementation - - 2 23 4 
Quality assurance - 1 2 6 3 
Rollout and documentation - - 1 4 4 
∑ 2 2 7 37 19 
Table 2 chosen media channels during the project 
While analyzing the 202 communication sessions we attempted to identify the various  
common topics between sessions. We coded each transcript and came up with a 
“codebook“ that contained more than 250 codes, each describing a particular topic. In 
the second step we grouped the single codes into more generic terms. As a result, we 
were able to identify the following repeated communication topics: 
• Clarification: attempts to explain or comment on questions (questions like: 
“how does this work…”, “what is that for…”) 
• Escalation: the participants escalated the decision to the management  
• Negotiation: the participants held different viewpoints and had to come to a 
compromise 
• Planning: the participants agreed upon schedules and/or timelines 
• Training: communication for explaining the functionality of the system 
• Scope definition: framing the work packages (e.g. what was in the packages 
and what was not) 
• Goal definition: determining project targets, etc 
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• Socializing: personal, non-project-related information shared between the 
team members 
• Reporting: the project members agreed on regular project reporting 
• Status info: giving the status of the current work package 
Table 3 compares the frequency of the coded communication tasks with the chosen 
communication medium. A more detailed description of the “richness” of the media is 
provided further below. 
 Communication synchronicity/Media richness 
 high/rich 





Clarification 2 67 7 
Escalation 6 0 0 
Negotiation  6 3 2 
Planning 3 2 4 
Training 3 0 0 
Scope definition 3 8 4 
Goal definition 2 6 2 
Socializing 5 29 0 
Reporting 0 3 8 
Status info. 0 23 4 
∑ 30 141 31 
Table 3 relations between communication tasks and chosen media 
3.1 Representative anecdotes 
In order to illustrate some of the communication and cultural issues during the 
project, we have selected a few anecdotes that are representative of these issues. 
These are listed here for reference and will be referred to in the following section. 
A) Because the project was a modification to an existing system the client team had 
large amount of domain knowledge that first had to be transferred to the vendor team. 
This led to many repeated questions from the vendor team, which caused frustration 
on the client team. On the other hand the vendor team appeared to enjoy the openness 
of communication directly between engineers. 
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B) The client project manager told us in an interview, “I didn't want to socialize, I just 
wanted (the vendor team) to do the job.”  
C) During another interview a vendor software engineer told us “ (the client project 
manager) came across as so intelligent that we didn't want to ask silly questions.” 
D) One of the vendor software engineers expressed during an interview that he was 
very interested in learning more about the personal life his counterpart.  
E) All of the vendor engineers expressed their enjoyment of the open communication 
channels throughout the project, especially the instant messaging. 
4 FINDINGS AND THEORY 
In order to understand the data we looked at the current literature to find categories, 
models and theories which help explain our results. 
The exploratory single-case study approach fits well with the grounded theory method 
because it allows for an in-depth understanding and detailed insight of the phenomena 
at study (Levina & Ross, 2003). Grounded theory helped us to define the boundaries 
and scope of our research and guided the search for relevant concepts and categories 
in the empirical data. This allowed us to link the theory and the data step by step 
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), while we went back and forth 
between the collected data and possible theoretical conceptualizations (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). The theory served alongside the qualitative data for the purposes of 
conceptualization, guiding and enabling the theory- building process (Glaser, 1998; 
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
The following table presents the chosen concepts, categories and theories: 
national culture approach (Geer Hofstede, 1984) 
situated culture approach (Karahanna, Evaristo, & 
Strite, 2005) 
Culture relations 
Structurational analysis (Walsham, 2002) 
Time, Interaction, and Performance (McGrath, 1991) 
Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) 
Media selection 




4.1 Cultural approach 
In order to understand culture it is important to take a look at different cultural layers. 
Values refer to relationships among abstract categories that are characterized by 
strong affective components and imply a preference for a certain type of action 
(Karahanna, et al., 2005).Values are acquired through lifestyle-altering experience, 
such as childhood and education. They provide a society with fundamental 
assumptions about how things are. Once a value is learned, it becomes integrated into 
an organized system of values where each value has a relative priority. This value 
system seems stable but can change over time reflecting changes in culture as well as 
personal experience. 
Practices are learned later through socialization at the workplace after an individual’s 
values are firmly in place. They provide a society with learned ways of doing things, 
such as facts about the world, how it works, and cause-effect relationships. Whereas 
values are fairly hard to change, practices can be altered (Karahanna, et al., 2005). 
A key issue that emerges is the relationship between values and practices. Values are 
affected by practices during the formative years in which values are starting to form. 
Later on in life, practices do not influence values. On the other hand, practices are 
always evolving. The figure 1 illustrates the changing significance between values 
and practices along the cultural levels. 
The national culture approach is primarily composed of differences in values on a 
national (countries) level (Geer Hofstede, 1984; Geert Hofstede & Hofstede, 2004). 
Although, most of cultural research in the IS field has tended to rely almost solely on 
Hofstede’s cultural model. The limitation of Hofstede’s model is the focus on cultural 
dimensions on a national level and the lack of reflexivity and change in the model 
(Ali & Brooks, 2008a). Therefore we propose taking a different approach, the 
situated culture approach. This suggest that cultural understanding is locally 
situated, mainly behavioral and embedded in everyday and evolving practices, jointly 
negotiated by actors within specific contexts and constituting situated learning (Ali & 
Brooks, 2008b; Weisinger & Trauth, 2002).  
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The following figure illustrates the different levels of culture and their interplay. 
Values are more important than practices in the higher level cultures (i.e., national), 
and practices and norms dominate the lower level of cultures (i.e., group). 
 
Figure 1 interrelated levels of culture (Karahanna, et al., 2005, p.7) 
These social interactions can be examined at multiple levels of analysis.  
In order to understand the situated culture approach better, Ali suggested the 
Structurational Theory by Walsham (Ali & Brooks, 2008b). According to this theory, 
culture does not refer to stable, generalized dimensions assumed to be held in 
common by members of a particular group. Rather, it is fluid, contextually dependent, 
and created by actors within a group who may hold conflicting assumptions. 
During our analysis we followed the Structurational analysis and the following list 
gives a summary of categories, as presented by Walsham (Walsham, 2002). 
• Structure 
Action draws on rules of behaviors and ability to deploy resources and, in so 
doing, produces and reproduces structure. Three dimensions of 
action/structure: systems of meaning, forms of power relations, sets of norms. 
• Culture 
Defined as shared symbols, norms, and values in a social collective such as a 
country. Meaning systems, power relations, behavioral norms not merely in 
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the mind of one person, but often display enough systematic to speak of them 
being shared. But need to recognize intra-cultural variety. 
• Cross-cultural issues and conflict 
Contradiction is a potential source for conflict that arises from different 
interests, e.g. divergent forms of group hierarchy and communication. 
Conflicts may take place if differences clash and actors are able to react. 
• Reflexivity and change 
Human beings are able to reflexively monitor consequences of their actions 
and creating a basis for social change. 
The following table shows the results from our analyses using the categories given by 
the Structurational analysis. 
Structure We found different norms of behavior: time, questioning, 
deadlines at this project 
We also found different behaviors of analyzing problems: the 
vendor team looked for “that will do” compared to the “what is 
the root of the problem” 
Most remarkable ware the different between the rules of power 
relations: the vendor team were too autocratic for the client team 
Culture We found strong evidence of different cultural attitudes between 
the vendor and client group 
Analysis showed basically hierarchy, positive tune and politeness 
in contrast to transparency and efficiency of progress 
Cross-Culture Data showed the contradiction between open communication and 
hierarchy in the team.  
Furthermore we found the conflict between efficiency and trust, or 
the need for building social ties. 
Reflexivity and change We found handling escalations ware important for building 
transparency and trust. 
Increased awareness of cross-cultural issues and social 
background information were important, and needed to be 
managed 
Table 4 Structurational analysis of the case 
For this case study, the situated cultural approach shows a way to understand and 
integrate the national culture model with the dynamics of building their own 
workgroup culture (sub-culture). Beyond the situated cultural approach, the 
Structurational analysis provided us with a way to analyze cross-cultural situations, 
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contradictions, cultural heterogeneity, work patterns and dynamics of culture. Most 
importantly the analysis shows a way to describe the cultural change inside a 
workgroup. In other words, it provided us a way to analyze the process of building a 
professional sub-culture in which members agreed on practices. Further research will 
show how long it took to build a sub-culture and how the process was 
affected/influenced. 
The anecdotes from section three illustrate the range of cultural issues during the 
project. Most of the problems were related to the difference in power-distance, for 
instance the project manager from the client side told us that the vendor team was too 
autocratic for the client team. Another example was from a vendor project manager: 
he told us that his project members were surprised/shocked by the independence of 
the client team, which illustrates the difference between individualism and 
collectivism between the teams.  
Overall we found evidence for the following cultural dimensions, which effected 
communication between the teams: power-distance, uncertainty avoidance, 
individualism, long-term orientation and harmony vs. mastery. 
Analyses showed the range of cultural influence during the communication. 
Interviewees noted that synchronous media channels were more affected by cultural 
issues. On the other hand, interviewees told us that instant messaging was the 
preferred media channel for collaboration and was less affected by cultural issues. 
4.2 Time, interaction, and performance (TIP) 
According to McGrath’s (1990) TIP theory, work groups engage in three concurrent 
functions: production, group well-being, and member support (McGrath, 1990, 1991). 
The production function refers to the focused activity performed by the group. Work 
groups are typically assigned to a project that can be split up into work packages. 
During implementation of the work packages, a project team must: 
- identify goals and select a strategy for project implementation; 
- select techniques, procedures or algorithms to carry out the project; 
- resolve conflicts, values, and interests within the group; and 
- engage in task performance. 
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Group well-being refers to activities aimed at maintaining an intact and continuing 
social structure. Activities associated with the well-being function include: 
- use of appropriate communication channels; 
- acquisition of role clarity; 
- conflict resolution; and 
- conducting interpersonal interactions needed for task performance. 
The member support function refers to inclusion of and cooperation with project team 
members. In the maintenance of member support, project team members will: 
- display acceptance and support of another team member’s contribution; 
- allow participation and status attainment of others; and 
- conduct conflict resolution through negotiation. 
In summary, TIP theory suggests that project teams engage in both task-oriented 
activities and socio-emotional activities. McGrath (1990) noted that communication 
media could have both positive and negative effects on a work group’s production, 
group well-being, and member support functions (McGrath, 1990).  
In addition to impacting task production, this study suggests that a communication 
medium’s ability to reduce task uncertainty and ambiguousness may also affect a 
work group’s ability to build their own professional culture and carry out its group 
well-being and member support functions. 
The TIP theory helped us to understand and categorize the group processes during the 
project. Furthermore, with the help of the theory we were able to analyze the team 
communication and we found evidence for all three functions (production, group 
well-being, and member support).  
However, the TIP theory could not explain effect of the media selection on the 
performance and the influence of cultural issues during the project execution. 
4.3 Media Richness Theory (MRT) 
Daft and Lengel (1986) state that people engage in communication activities in order 
to reduce uncertainty and ambiguousness associated with the information 
requirements of their assigned tasks (Daft & Lengel, 1986). Uncertainty reduction 
refers to the elimination of the lack of information needed to complete tasks. Kydd 
and Ferry (1994) identified a continuum on which a communication medium can be 
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placed based on the richness of information it was capable of transmitting (Kydd & 
Ferry, 1994). Information richness content was rated on the availability of immediate 
feedback, the number of verbal and nonverbal cues, back-channeling cues, socio-
emotional communication, and interpersonal interaction associated with a 
communication medium. Uncertainty reduction is handled most efficiently utilizing 
“lean” (e.g. e-mail and computer-mediated communication) media where there are 
minimal socio-emotional cues present thereby limiting the transmission to factual 
information. Equivocality reduction is best-addressed using rich media (e.g. face-to-
face, videoconferencing) where there can be the immediate exchange of information 
and supporting nonverbal and back-channeling cues. Media differ in media richness 
and consequently differ in the extent to which they could adequately support team 
collaborative problem solving and decision-making. The lack of ability of lean media 
(e.g. instant messaging), to convey socio-emotional content in messages was found to 
cause lower satisfaction and productivity with the problem-solving process, when 
compared to face-to-face communication (Dennis, et al., 2008; Straus & McGrath, 
1994). 
Related to this case, the MRT provides some insight for media selection (e.g. the 
client team chose rich media for the purpose of negotiation and escalation; see Table 
3). But on the other hand the MRT does not explain why the vendor team chose lean 
media over rich media for problem solving and clarification. Most importantly the 
MRT does not explain the influence of culture during the communication. 
4.4 Media-synchronicity Theory (MST) 
Dennis, Fueller and Valacich (2008) argue that the fit between the information 
transmission and information processing needs of the communication processes and 
the information transmission and information processing capabilities of media will 
influence the misuse or use of the media and in the end communication performance. 
They contend that convergence processes have a greater need for rapid information 
transmission and a lesser need for information processing, while the reverse is true for 
conveyance processes. Convergence processes benefit from synchronicity while 
conveyance processes do not. They contend that certain media capabilities influence 
the way individuals can transmit and process information and the degree they can 
work – their level of synchronicity. Thus there is a fit between communication 
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processes and media capabilities that facilitates better appropriation, leading to better 
outcomes. It is not solely the media or their capabilities that directly influence 
communication performance, but also the way in which they are appropriated and 
used (Dennis, et al., 2008). 
The MST describes six main differences from prior media theories. First, Tasks are 
set of communication processes to generate shared understanding, which are basically 
composed of two processes, conveyance of information and convergence on 
meaning. Two, These communication processes (conveyance and convergence) have 
both interpersonal aspects and cognitive aspects. In order to perform conveyance or 
convergence, an individual must engage in two individual processes: information 
transmission (preparing information, transmitting, and receiving) and information 
processing (understanding the meaning of information). Third, the theory identifies 
physical media capabilities that impact how individuals can transmit and process a 
message. Forth, the theory refers to a set of media features rather than to specific 
media tools. For example, instant messenger (IM) used be described as a text 
medium, yet many new IM tools now provide audio, video, image sharing, and even 
application sharing. Fifth, the manner in which individuals use media influences their 
communication performance (the development of shared understanding). Lastly, one 
medium is not better than another. Most tasks are composed of a series of 
communication processes that need different media capabilities. Additionally, as the 
familiarity with the task, individuals, and communication media increases, needed 
synchronicity is reduced. 
The MST provided us a way to understand the media selection over the project 
duration. Table 3 (see above) shows the relation between communication task and 
chosen media to fulfill the task, with each communication task counted for each 
channel. Furthermore, we categorized the media selection by the capability to hold a 
synchronous communication. Channels with a high synchronicity are face-to-face 
meetings, video-chat sessions and phone-calls. Instant messaging (chat) was 
categorized as “medium” and the other channels such as mail and documents had no 
synchronous communication, therefore were categorized as “none”. 
Of note is the fact that lean media was used more in the beginning instead of rich 
media. In the first project phase the tasks were more characterized by conveyance and 
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the teams used less synchronous media. Later on, during the convergence processes 
the team used more synchronous media channels (instant messenger).  
However, the MST does not explain the cultural influence on communication for 
distributed groups or give advice which media mix should be used for certain 
communication-tasks. 
5 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 
We believe that a major weakness in the current literature is that very few researchers 
link culture influence, communication and media channels selection with optimization 
of task performance. Furthermore, we believe that media selection and cultural 
influence plays a significant role in the knowledge transfer process, a role that is 
almost completely overlooked in the current research. 
Our case study was a first step in exploring the communication and media selection 
during an offshore software development project.  
So far, the findings of the study show the influence of culture on communication and 
ability of media selection to bridge cultural differences between the parties and 
members involved. We also found evidence that media selection and cultural 
influence plays a significant role in the knowledge transfer process. 
We propose extending the MST with the situated cultural approach in order to better 
understand the influence of culture. Additionally it would be valuable if further 
research could identify categories of tasks with an appropriated media mix. 
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